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[The following consists of commentary by Saul Landau on the recent exposure of FBI investigations
into the affairs of over 100 organizations, ranging from religious and human rights organizations
to labor unions. Landau is director of the Institute of Policy Studies, Washington DC.] Recent
revelations of FBI documents show that the Bureau had carried out a secret five year (1981-1985)
investigation of groups that differed from the administration on Central America policy. When the
US government unleashed its police force on political opponents, under the pretext of investigating
alleged foreign terrorist links, it raised issues that went beyond the scope Nicaragua and El Salvador
policies and into the nature of citizenship. Much of the national security bureaucracy operates
on the assumption that the meaning of citizenship embodies eternal anti-communism. And
communism and revolution in the Third World have become almost indelibly associated. In fact,
members of the FBI targets, CISPES (Committee in Solidarity with the People of El Salvador),
the Maryknoll sisters, UAW locals and a variety of religious and professional organizations were
practicing an active form of citizenship: politics. They differed with President Reagan about what the
US ought to do about Nicaragua or El Salvador, and by disagreeing they challenged the FBI's axioms
about the nature of national security. Since the end of World War II the two words, national security,
have endured without clear definition. Presidents have declared that sending US troops to Asia or
sponsoring covert wars throughout the Third World were meant to achieve national security. Atomic
Energy Commissioners stated that atmospheric and later underground nuclear testing were vital for
national security. Like all of the post-war presidents the commissioners failed to say what national
security meant. After World War II, the traditional governmental structures were judged inadequate
to meet the new challenges of international communism. Without serious congressional debate,
the National Security Council, the National Security Adviser to the president, the National Security
Agency, the CIA, the Atomic Energy Commission and indeed the Department of Defense became a
kind of state within or indeed above the traditional structure. The FBI, under J. Edgar Hoover, began
to spend an inordinate amount of its time investigating and harassing communists, lefties, pinkos
and anyone else that disagreed with Cold War policies. It was the era of the Attorney General's
list of subversive organizations, loyalty oaths and the congressional witch hunting committees, all
of which generated the term "McCarthyism." Few people recall that Senator Joe McCarthy said
that "McCarthyism is Americanism" and that his followers and important opinion makers agreed.
Those that did not assume that anyone who diverged from Cold War hard lines, was less than a
good American and probably a downright subversive. The worst of those practices faded away
during the late 1950s and early 1960s. But during the late 1960s and early 1970s, the FBI returned
with COINTELPRO (an operation to spy on critics of the Vietnam war and black power advocates,
using the national security rationale as justification for the probe). The CIA also spied on US citizens
at home and abroad, conducted illegal drug tests and engaged in activities repulsive to law and
ethics. FBI political policing and CIA covert actions were part and parcel of the ethos of national
security policy. The assumption that motored these agencies and their maintenance for some forty
years is that there has existed a permanent and diabolical threat to the security of the people of
the United States. Given the existence of a diabolical international communist conspiracy, or evil
Soviet up until recently Chinese also empire. Such notions, which grew in the culture of the Cold
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War, were hopelessly out of synch with US tradition and with the way history actually works in the
real world. Third World nationalism, like the traditions of freedom in the United States, are facts of
life, and not subject to the permanent control of crisis managers. It is time to restore a rational way
of dealing with political opposition to foreign policy. The nation, after all, was founded upon and
matured under the aegis of an different notion of citizenship, one in which the political activist is not
required to fashion his/her thought or activity to the "classified" orders of an un-elected national
security official. Administration policy, as Thomas Jefferson understood it, had nothing to do with
the definition of patriotism. George Washington warned against "permanent alliance" and long
lasting "antipathies" because he understood that what is good for the long-term interests of the
country go beyond temporary antagonism to this or that foreign power. There were no communists
then, but in the 1790s the French revolution was seen as a "permanent crisis" by hysterics lacking
historical vision. The Founding Fathers crafted a careful Constitution, precisely because they saw
from history that centralized power was the permanent institutional enemy. The notion of national
security, a recent linguistic invention, gave immense and unchecked authority to the president and,
in practice, thousands of unseen officials inside the secret bureaucracy. For some forty years the
national security state apparatus has eroded traditional freedoms; more important it has altered
the values that previously formed the underpinning of citizenship itself. Beyond the secret dossiers
built by the FBI, CIA and NSA on millions of citizens who have not committed crimes, there is the
notion that all Americans who do not accept the premises behind foreign and defense policies are
automatically suspected of disloyalty. Bob Haldeman, President Nixon's chief of staff, condensed
national security thinking: "DED, Dissent Equals Disloyalty." The CISPES investigation shows that
the patriotic axioms of J. Edgar Hoover have endured in the FBI, but they have not benefited the
nation. But attempts to blame leftists and pinkos as the cause of US problems will not sell to the
public of the late 1980s, just as patriotic rhetoric will not cover up the scandals that emerged from
national security policies around Nicaragua and Iran. When Congress begins to delve into these
latest of apparent FBI wrongdoings they can also inquire into the ideology and culture inside the
FBI that triggered and kept alive a probe of people who had committed no crime. Those Americans
who oppose Reagan's Central America policy were defined by the FBI as proper subjects for a
political investigation because of their ideas. The nation might benefit far more if these people were
understood to be good citizens practicing their politics and meriting a hearing by fellow Americans.
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